
The will cries out; and in the countercry it knows itself once more 
-Wagner 
 
 Music drama was born tethered to the Romantic subject.  The Romantic 
subject has two aspects: feeling (in relation to truth) and yearning (in relation to 
ethics).   In the present day, the Romantic subject has been supplanted by a new 
subject which is characterized by breach and fervor.  If music drama can exist 
today  it must be reinvented on the basis of this contemporary subject. 
 The aim of the Romantic music drama is to arrive at truth beyond 
knowledge.  This truth has the character of necessity and it must be 
apprehended - not known but rather intuited, stirred  and synthesized - as feeling.  
Wagner writes in The Artwork of the Future: 
 

In the drama we must become knowers through feeling.  The 
understanding tells us, "So is it", only when the feeling has told us, "So it 
must be".  Only through itself, however, does this feeling become 
intelligible to itself: it understands no language other than its own. 

 
If the music drama unites poetry and music, the task of the poetry is to take truth 
beyond language into the realm of feeling, and the task of the music is to amplify 
feeling and exist unmediated as will.   This task follows from the nature of the 
romantic subject, which, born of the collision between Brahman and noumenon,  
is identified as will, and is resolved through the principle of sufficient reason into a 
non-willing.  A successful music drama is one that represents a condensed action 
as myth and sets it to music to which it is entirely adequate.   
 Music drama is essentially oriented towards the future.  If the romantic 
attitude participates in feeling with respect to knowledge, with respect to ethics it 
participates in yearning.  The poet-musician is planting the seed of a world to 
come.  Just as  the poem is the masculine principle and music is the feminine 
principle, such that the poem is a seed and the music is an egg,  there is a 
corresponding relationship between the entire music drama (the seed) and the 
future (the egg).  The music drama yearns for a future which cannot yet exist but 
which will exist some day by virtue of the art which is its seed: 
 

Now, the melody which appears at last upon the water mirror of the 
harmonic ocean of the future is the clear-seeing eye wherewith this life 
gazes upward from the depth of its sea abyss to the radiant light of day.  
But the verse, whose mere mirror image it is, is the own-est poem of the 
artist of the present, begotten by his most peculiar faculty, engendered by 
the fullness of his yearning.  And just as this verse, will the prophetic 
artwork of the yearning artist of the present once wed itself with the ocean 
of the life of the future. 

 
Thus the Romantic music drama is characterized by feeling and yearning, just 



like its subject. 
 If the Romantic subject is no longer operative - due to the intrusion of 
capital into world of hopes and dreams, the mathematical destruction of the One 
and the philosophical destruction of principle of sufficient reason - we must 
wonder want kind of music drama is appropriate to the contemporary form of the 
subject.  The contemporary subject is characterized by breach with respect to 
truth, and by fervor with respect to ethics.  It is not enough for a contemporary 
work to be up to date - to make use of stochastic, minimal or aleatoric musical 
techniques, or for it to appear on television or in film.   We can consider 
Stockhausen's Licht cycle or Robert Ashley's Perfect Lives.  These are operas, 
not music dramas, because they are self-enclosed performances.  For a 
contemporary work to count as a music drama, to reactivate the notion of music 
drama, it must align with the contemporary subject.   
 Like the Romantic subject, the contemporary subject is oriented towards 
truth beyond knowledge.  But this truth is not feeling - it is  breach, flicker, or 
spark.  Operating according to the principle of logical time, it elides across 
anticipation into loss.  It is illegal, inconceivable and undecidable.  If the 
contemporary subject is characterized by breach, that means that it is tethered to 
something which is not thinkable according the discursive categories in the 
current situation. It follows that a contemporary music drama cannot take place 
on a stage or as a story.  It has to be an action that takes place in the interstice 
between worlds - no, more than an action: an endeavor. It must embody a breach 
and follow through with the consequences.  Its canvas must be the social bond 
itself.  It must circulate across the variety of worlds.  A contemporary music 
dramatist could start a band and proclaim, "I declare that Transcendental Black 
Metal exists", and allow this declaration to resonate across different cultural and 
social spheres, which give the truth a body with commentary, disgust, spleen, 
inspiration.  The performance must be a wager - it must be something that can 
truly go wrong, something even that most certainly will be derailed.  The 
contemporary music drama has no audience: in a reversal of the Greek chorus's 
function (to cry and wail in place of the audience), the audience itself becomes a 
chorus and provides the affects and various perceptual frames that give body to 
the work itself.  Their participation in and as the Other wraps around the 
pulsations of the march of truth. 

With regard to ethics, the contemporary subject participates not in 
yearning but in fervor.  The contemporary poet-musician is humble.  Rather than 
invent a new world, he hopes to catalyze an auto-transcendence.  He know that 
he cannot create a future, but he knows that he can hope for one.  He can fulfill 
the necessary condition for apocalypse by generating philosophical astonishment 
and messianic hope.  Quentin Meillassioux has demonstrated that  if the world 
has arisen ex nihilo, and there are no transcendental laws governing it, then it is 
rational to hope for the upsurge of a paradisiacal world order where all injustices 
are redeemed and human kind lives in immortality and in joy.  With the 
destruction of the principle of sufficient reason this eventuality is conceivable, 



desirable, and neither probable nor improbable, but it requires a desire for it as 
precondition. Fervor is the necessary condition for the new order, even if it has 
no power to bring it about.  It well known that Scriabin failed to produce a planned 
masterwork named Mysterium.  Its first and only performance was intended have 
cleared the way for the apocalypse.  Scriabin's abortive endeavor can be 
understood as the first contemporary music drama.  	  


